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Country brand. 
A differentiation
mechanism and 
source of intangibles
Following globalisation and increased competition to attract
tourists, markets, talent, investors, events, etc., countries conceive
brand management as a key success and competitiveness factor as
well as a key item in their economic, social and cultural
development. The image we have of a place affects directly our
behaviour and our attitude towards that place, its people and
products. This is why all countries, in a more or less strategic,
structured and organised manner, are developing strategies and
actions for managing and promoting their image at both domestic
and international level in order to have an impact on and change
existing perceptions.
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Image and competitiveness
of countries
The world has become a single market. As
globalisation makes quick progress, cities,
regions and countries have to compete for
attracting consumers, tourists, investors, stu-
dents, entrepreneurs, professionals, cultural and
sports events, etc. as well as draw the attention
and respect of international media, other
governments and the public opinion in other
cities, regions and countries.
Like companies, countries, regions and cities
depend on their reputation and image. The
image we have of a place, biased by stereo-
types, determines how we see it and the
attitude we take towards its people and
products. In fact, this image is often more
relevant than reality.
The image we have of a place,
biased by stereotypes, determines
how we see it and the attitude we
take towards its people and
products. In fact, this image is
often more relevant than reality.
Today, countries, regions and cities are aware
of the importance their image has to be
competitive and for their economic, social,
political and cultural development. The way a
place is perceived can be a key item for success
or failure of its efforts to attract tourists,
investment, companies, talent or events, for
selling its products abroad, for developing its
diplomatic and cultural relations with other
countries, etc.
Just to give an example: under equal conditions,
the decision to give an international sports
event to a given place depends on its
characteristics and practical considerations (cost,
access and transport, facilities, etc.) as much as
for instance TV audience finding it attractive
and exciting or athletes and attendants feeling
attracted and happy to travel there. Both of
these items are related to the place’s image and
reputation.
Also, when a multinational decides to set up its
corporate headquarters or its distribution centre
in a given place, the management can choose
based on infrastructure, climate, geographical
location, safety, communications, availability and
quality of suppliers and qualified workforce,
economic environment, openness of the local
government to foreign investment and many
other items.
However, it will be good for nothing if managers
(and their families), who are those who have
to move, do not feel attracted by the destination.
This is why, in a more or less strategic,
structured and organised way, all countries,
regions and cities develop strategies and actions
to manage and promote their image at both
domestic and international level in order to have
an impact on and change existing perceptions.
The purpose of this article is to introduce some
concepts and definitions that help better
understand what the «country brand» is, why
countries enter brand management processes
and the factors and stakeholders participating
in nation branding
Identity and image.
Concepts and definitions
Identity and image are two key items in
understanding the country brand concept. There
are many definitions of identity and image. For
practical reasons, we will use a simple but
consistent one: «identity» is what a place
actually is, its essence, whereas «image» refers
to how this place is perceived (perception). We
could say that identity originates in the same
country, while image refers to the perception of
the target audience, so they are two different
but intricately related concepts. The image of a
country hardly shows its true reality (identity).
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In fact, there is usually a gap between identity
and image (reality and perception), which is
often a negative factor
Identity originates in the same
country, while image refers to the
perception of the target audience, so
they are two different but intricately
related concepts.
There are countries that experience with a
certain frustration the fact of not being
adequately perceived by the rest of the world.
Stereotypes dominate the perception of some
countries and tend to last over time. Although
a country may have changed, its image does
not during a long time.
Nevertheless, it is possible to manage the
image of a country in order to reflect its reality
and future aspirations in a fairer way. One of
the main goals of countries is identifying
prejudices, stereotypes or wrong perceptions
about them and try and correct them in order
to prevent this to hamper their economic and
social development or have a negative impact
on their position within the international
community.
Country brand concept
There are many definitions of country brand.
Some refer to visual and verbal features (name,
logo, font, etc.), others go beyond visual aspects
and try to capture their very essence (identity,
history, culture, values).
In this article we will consider the country
brand from a double perspective:
As an existing image or perception, i.e. reputa-
tion in its different target markets and audiences,
both domestic and international.
COUNTRY BRAND = IMAGE / REPUTATION
As a unique and relevant value promise for the
country (positioning) raising the people’s interest in
visiting, investing, settling, doing business, having
relations, etc
COUNTRY BRAND = VALUE PROMISE
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Australia ranges as the top country brand in
international rankings. The Live in Australia page
shows the values that make the country one of the
world’s best rated.
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National identity and
country brand
National identity plays a fundamental role in
country branding. Raising the awareness of and
understanding the key aspects of national
identity is a prerequisite for developing any
country branding initiative or programme, as the
essence of any country brand is based not only
on companies and brands of national products
and services but also its culture in the widest
sense – territory, history, language, literature,
music, sports, architecture, food, religion,
traditions (actual or invented), folklore and folk
culture, education, visual symbols and
expressions, icons, etc. – representing the soul
of a country.
A country brand needs to include many items
and expressions of national culture so it is true
and really represents the country. Nation brands
need to be rooted in the national cultural reality,
which is the most authentic and true point of
differentiation a brand can have.
A country’s brand identity needs to be built
based on a limited set of items making national
identity as foreign audiences will hardly process
large amounts of information regarding history,
culture and society. Those in charge of country
branding need to be selective when identifying
the items of national identity that can be useful
to serve the goals set for the country brand
A country’s brand identity needs
to be built based on a limited
set of items making national
identity as foreign audiences
will hardly process large amounts
of information regarding history,
culture and society.
How to build a country
brand
The brand image of a country, that is, the
perception or mental representation by people,
is based on several factors or mechanisms over
which the country has different degrees of
control and management capacity.
These factors include for instance direct personal
experience (travels and stays abroad for tourism,
studying, work, etc.); reference by third parties
(opinion leaders, friends, relatives, etc.);
international and local media; existing stereo-
types; results of sports teams from that country;
exchange; commercial, sports and cultural
activities and events; other forms of folk culture;
images conveyed by films, documentaries, TV,
literature, music and other means; image and
quality of local brands, strong ambassadors
abroad; local and international policies and
political events; international relations and
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Graph 1. Country brand
Source: FuturePlaces©.
The country brand is based on several factors
over which there are different degrees of control.
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public diplomacy; visual and verbal features
(iconography, logos, pictures, etc.); and
marketing, promotion and communication
events and campaigns (tourist promotion,
seizing investment, talent, students, etc.).
Knowing and assessing the image of a country is
crucial for any attempt or programme to manage
it. Segmentation of target audiences is another
key aspect in order to control or have an influ-
ence on this image, counteracting negative or
wrong perceptions and strengthening the
existing image.
The multidimensional nature of identity building and
country branding is shown in the model in graph 2.
The model shows how the brand image of a
country is the result of communication and
projection of its identity through a set of
mechanisms like cultural events, expatriates,
brand ambassadors, product and service exports,
tourist offer, marketing and communication, etc.
It also shows the wide diversity of target
audiences a country brand is aimed at.
Who takes part in country branding
Public authorities, the private industry and
citizens take part in country branding.
Many countries are currently promoting their
products and services and control their
reputation in the best way they can. Neverthe-
less, this is rarely done in a coordinate manner.
Many organisations taking part – be they official
or not, at both national and regional level, both
political and commercial – usually work on their
own, sending out different and often contradic-
tory messages about the country. As a
consequence, no consistent image is conveyed
and the reputation does not improve. In some
cases it even becomes worse. Much more can be
achieved if work is done in a coordinate way
and harmonised based on a national strategy
setting clear goals for the national economy, its
society and political and cultural relations with
other countries.
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COUNTRY
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History, language, territory, political
system, architecture, sports,
literature, arts, educational system,
icons, lanscapes, music, food, folkore,
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foreign policy, tourist experience,
celebrities, etc.
Graph 2. Country brand management
Source: Nation Branding: Concepts, Issue, Practice (Keith Dinnie).
The image of a country needs to be known and
analysed in order to manage it.
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Graph 3. Country branding
Source: FuturePlaces©.
Different stakeholders in society take part in
country branding.
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Country brand management
Country brand management is a process aimed
at building the brand identity, the image and
the reputation of a nation. It also involves doing
promotion abroad of economic, commercial and
political interests of a country in a strategic,
integrated and systematic way as well as
helping the different target groups understand
why it is a unique and attractive place and what
can be expected from this country to become an
ideal place to live, work, visit, study or do
business. The ultimate goal is to contribute
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towards reaching a competitive advantage to
compete successfully at international level.
Country brand management is a
process aimed at building the brand
identity, the image and the reputation
of a nation.
Management of a country brand has to do with
the definition of a unique and relevant value
promise for the country (positioning) raising the
people’s interest in visiting, investing, settling,
doing business, having relations, etc. Showing
and communicating the brand (value promise)
to the different audiences at local, regional,
national and international level in a different,
consistent and inspiring way can help shape the
perception of the country, thus contributing to
its future success and competitiveness.
A country brand needs to guide all branding
and marketing efforts and bring consistency
into how to create and convey the success
stories inspiring the brand and its domestic
and foreign audience.
Managing a country brand is a decision-taking
tool and an organisational model as it allows to
join all key players to set out and develop a
future vision and a brand strategy, while
setting free all their creativity to develop and
implement it and keep it updated, unique,
attractive, competitive and alive over time. 
In this new global environment, only countries
with a clear, credible and positive view of what
the country really is, what it represents and
where it is going to will be able to successfully
compete; countries planning and coordinating
proposals, projects, actions, investment and
policies in the different areas in line with this
view and communicating them in a clear,
credible, attractive, differentiated and consistent
manner. However, a country brand is not made
in a day but a complex long-term venture
requiring years of ongoing, persistent action and
projects shaping it till it comes true.Canada manages its country brand efficiently.
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venture requiring years of
action and projects shaping
it till it comes true.
Nevertheless, additional goals or new
situations may arise in which good country
brand management can also be very helpful:
Seizing talent (university students, skilled
workers, researchers, etc.)
Attracting headquarters of international organisa-
tions
Attracting cultural or sports events, international
conferences or raising the influence in interna-
tional affairs
Helping recover international credibility and
investor trust
Counteracting negative international ratings
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Implementing brand management techniques in
countries is a relatively recent phenomenon, but
it is gaining momentum due to increased global
competition countries are exposed to both in
the domestic market and internationally.
There are three main goals for countries in
deploying their brand management efforts:
Attracting tourists and visitors.
Stimulating foreign investment.
Fostering exports.
Only countries with a clear,
credible and positive view of
what the country really is, what it
represents and where it is going
to will be able to successfully
compete. A country brand is not
made in a day but a long-term 
One goal of any country brand is attracting visitors and tourists.
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Stimulating international partnerships
Helping eliminate misinterpretations, wrong
perceptions or stereotypes of a country
Allowing the country to take an even better
position vis-à-vis its target audience
For countries undergoing transition, taking dis-
tance from former political or economic regimes
Economy of identity: differentiation and country brand50
Attracting or generating international allies in
case of conflict
Helping change perceptions with a change in
government or after a conflict
Fostering pride in belonging
Joining an international political goal or entering
an alliance or political or economic group
In emerging countries, entering a second stage
in their development (from cheap workforce to
quality products)
Specific scenario or problem having a negative
impact on a country’s image and reputation
against actual reality
All responsible governments need to
know the perception the world has of
their country or nation and develop a
strategy to manage it.
All responsible governments need to know the
perception the world has of their country or
nation and develop a strategy to manage it. A
key aspect of their leadership of the country is
trying and forge a reputation (image) that is
fair, sincere, attractive, useful for its economic
and social interests and shows in an honest
way the spirit, character and aspirations of its
citizens.
A country’s reputation has a direct and measur-
able impact on any of its relations and interac-
tions with other countries and plays a key role
in its economic, social, political and cultural
progress. Besides, it affects significantly what
people from the country itself or abroad think,
their attitude towards the country and the way
they act and react towards anything occurring
there. Just to give an example, we can think of
what we would keep with if we had the choice
between two DVD players by two unknown
manufacturers, a Japanese and a Chinese one;
or between a watch made in Switzerland and
When Luís Guillermo Plata, Colombian minister
of trade, industry and tourism, was invited to New
York to the Nasdaq opening, he went there with
Juan Valdés – the Café de Colombia icon – and
with the slogan Colombia is passion in the
background.
P5.ING_42a51_Belloso.qxp:N4  5/10/10  16:37  Página 50
51paradigmes /  issue no. 5 / october 2010
JUAN CARLOS BELLOSO
Degree in Economic and Business Science from the UB. He specialised in
international marketing at New York University.
An advisor to the Barcelona City Council in city brand management and the
Barcelona Metropolitan Strategic Plan (PEMB). He works with specialist companies
(Placebrands) and academicians (Keith Dinnie) in branding and country, region
and city development projects.
He has been head of Brand Strategy Services at FutureBrand, head of Strategic
Consulting Services at Coopers & Lybrand and KPMG and business promoter at the
Consorci de Promoció Comercial de Catalunya (COPCA) in Nova York.
http://jcbelloso.blogspot.com/
Bibliography
ANHOLT, S. (2007). Competitive Identity: the New Brand Management for Nations, Cities and Destinations. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
DINNIE, K. (2008). Nation Branding: Concepts, Issues, Practice. Burlington, MA: Butterworth–Heinemann. 
GOVERS, R.; GO, F. (2009). Place Branding: Glocal, Virtual and Physical Identities, Constructed, Imagined and Experienced. Hampshire: Pal-
grave Macmillan.
MOLAINEN, T.; RAINISTRO, S. (2009). How to Brand Nations,Cities and Destinations: a Planning Book for Place Branding.New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.
The Journal of Place Branding & Public Diplomacy. www.palgrave-journals.com/pb.
www.nation-branding.info.
another made in Greece; or between two highly
qualified candidates, one from Turkey and the
other from Sweden.
To meet their targets, countries need to adopt a
conscious and strategic brand (reputation) man-
agement approach if they wish to compete suc-
cessfully at global scale. A strong and positive
country brand can provide a big competitive
advantage in present-day global economy
A strong and positive country brand
can provide a big competitive
advantage in present-day global
economy. 
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